Conflict and Compromise in Evaluation Research: A Case Study by Hudson, Joe & Chommie, Peter
The Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare
Volume 2
Issue 2 Winter Article 16
December 1974
Conflict and Compromise in Evaluation Research:
A Case Study
Joe Hudson
Minnesota Department of Corrections
Peter Chommie
University of Minnesota
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/jssw
Part of the Policy Design, Analysis, and Evaluation Commons, and the Social Work Commons
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Social Work at
ScholarWorks at WMU. For more information, please contact
maira.bundza@wmich.edu.
Recommended Citation
Hudson, Joe and Chommie, Peter (1974) "Conflict and Compromise in Evaluation Research: A Case Study," The Journal of Sociology &
Social Welfare: Vol. 2 : Iss. 2 , Article 16.
Available at: https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/jssw/vol2/iss2/16
CONFLICT AND COMPROMISE IN EVALUATION RESEARCH: A CASE STUDY
Joe Hudson
Minnesota Department of Corrections
St. Paul, Minnesota
Peter Chommie
School of Social Work, University of Minnesota
Minneapolis, Minnesota
INTRODUCTION
1
As has been pointed out by a host of writers, a crucial issue in
conducting evaluative or action type research is the problem of gearing an
appropriate research design into the cogs of organizations, ensuring that
once initiated the evaluation is in fact conducted according to the original
design, and that the results of the study are utilized in policy formulations
and ultimately in program development. The focus of this case study is on the
major political and administrative problems and processes involved in planning,
conducting, and utilizing the findings from a field experiment dealing with
the relative effects of parole supervision as provided to a group of juvenile
aged boys and girls.
An assumption of the paper is that many of the problems encountered in
the process of conducting evaluation research in the field of Corrections will
have relevance to a variety of projects in different substantive fields.
Accordingly, there is a need for illustrative case material dealing with the
problems involved in planning and conducting the research as well as in
utilizing the findings derived from an evaluation project. The hope is that
such material will accumulate to provide insight into the pecular nature of
the socio-political processes endemic to this work, help to illuminate issues,
suggest general propositions and indicate avenues for conflict resolution.
The case study reported on here centers on an examination of outcomes
resulting from the provision of differential parole supervision to juvenile
aged boys and girls released from the two major state-level correctional
institutions in Minnesota beteen August 1, 1970 and May 31, 1971. The aim
was to determine whether juveniles released from institutional settings would
adjust as well on parole without formal supervision from parole officers as a
corresponding group receiving conventional parole supervision. Viewed in
chronological sequence, five major steps were involved in implementing the
research: (1) the identification and assignment of boys and girls from the
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two institutions to a study pool, (2) random assignment to experimental or
control status from within the study pool, (3) release on parole, (4)
provision of either conventional parole supervision or no parole supervision
to the respective groups, (5) evaluation of outcomes on parole. In short,
the formal design of this research took the form of an "after-only" field
experiment.
Prior to the actual implementation of the study design considerable
time and effort were devoted to planning with the relevant administrative
units of the Department of Corrections. While detailed attention to defining
relationships with the various units involved in the conduct of the research
at the outset was time consuming and frustrating, none the less it was to be
an essential pre-condition to the successful conduct of the project. The
assumption was that if the research could be fitted into the normal operations
of the agencies concerned, resulting in only mild disruption in routines, the
probability of receiving continued on-going administrative support and cooper-
ation would be greatly enhanced.
The pertinent administrative units dealt with included the Parole
Division of the Department of Corrections as the administrative unit respon-
sible for providing parole supervision to all juveniles released from state-
operated correctional institutions. This division was made up of parole
officers, supervisors and administrators scattered throughout the state. The
Youth Conservation Commission or parole board was a further key administrative
unit as it was responsible for decisions on the placement and release of youth
in state correctional institutions. Finally, the two correctional institu-
tions from which samples were to be selected were obviously relevant.
Because the project involved some departures from agency "business as
usual" detailed discussions of the general purpose as well as its implementa-
tion were carried out to help ensure that the research would be conducted with
a minimum of confusion and in accordance with the originally agreed upon
procedures.
NEGOTIATIONS WITH THE PAROLE BOARD
Once the members of the Parole Board had formally agreed to the conduct
of a study that proposed to assess the relative impact of "regular parole
supervision" and "no parole supervision" with juvenile boys and girls, two
major questions had to be resolved. First, was it necessary for all youth to
receive parole or could some youth be given flat discharges from the institu-
tions? A further question concerned the kinds of restrictions to be placed
upon the sample selection procedures by this releasing authority (i.e. what
youth would not be eligible for no parole supervision)?
The latter issue generated heated dscussions between the researchers
and the parolling authorities. On grounds of greater potential generalizabil-
ity of research findings, the investigators preferred that the study be
conducted with no restrictions on the kinds of youth to be placed in the sample
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selection pool; the simple fact of imminent release on parole would constitute
the only logical basis for random assignment. On the other hand, the releasing
authority felt responsible for potentially endangering either communities or
particular parolees as a result of releasing certain youth without the presumed
benefits of parole supervision. Involved here was an overriding concern on
the part of the Board members with what they saw as a distinct possibility of
engendering negative reactions from community members due to the sampling
requirements of the study. This possibility, moreover, had to be of concern
to the investigators, for if a youth were released on parole without super-
vision and subsequently became involved in a serious criminal offense, a cause
and effect link - no matter how spurious - might be imputed and lead out to
pressures to terminate the study. As political appointees, members of the
Parole Board could reasonably be expected to withstand only limited pressures
from the community; particularly if those pressures were directed against
research. This issue was finally resolved by the two parties agreeing that
certain categories of youth would be kept out of the pool from which samples
were to be drawn.
Given this constraint, it was then necessary to develop clear criteria
on the basis of which such youth could be identified and excluded from the
random selection pool. The researchers were concerned that too wide a set of
invalidating criteria would be defined by the releasing authority; in contrast,
the Board members were concerned that too narrow a set of invalidating
criteria would be defined by the researchers, thus allowing an unacceptably
broad spectrum of youth the chance of being includelin the experimental or "no
supervision" group. To avoid a stalemate over these differing perspectives it
was necessary to negotiate a compromise.
From a number of criteria, five were finally filtered out by the Board
members as being especially troublesome. These remaining criteria were then
used to exclude youth from the study pool: (1) officially known involvement in
an act of arson, (2) officially known involvement in an act of rape; (3) formal
diagnosis of 'severe emotional disturbance', (4)parole to a living situation
other than to the legal parental home, (5) a consistent record of assaultive
behaviors. While each of these criteria reflect some degree of vagueness,
they were seen by the researchers as reflecting the best compromise that could
be developed under existing conditions.
A second major issue that had to be negotiated with the paroling author-
ities prior to the implementation of the project was that of determining the
exact nature of parole for the experimental and control groups. The investi-
gators preferred that the experimental group members be given flat release
from the institutions to eliminate the possible confounding effect of parole
status, itself. The design of the research would simply involve first asses-
sing whether or not prospective parolees met the study criteria and second,
given that these were met, randomly assigning them to either the conventional
parole supervision group or to the experimental group - the members of which
would be provided with outright discharges upon release from the institution.
With the intruding factor of 'parole' eliminated for the experimental group,
the potential effects of parole supervision as compared to no parole supervis-
ion could be accurately and fairly easily assessed.
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Because standing policy dictated against flat release from institutions
for juveniles, the members of the Youth Commission felt that they could not
accept this proposal. As a result, parole had to remain a constant for both
study groups with modifications made around the relative degree of supervision
received while on this status. Because the conventional parole agreement
stipulated conditions requiring the parolee and parole agent to maintain
contact, a modified parole agreement form had to be developed by the investiga-
tors for those youth assigned to experimental status. The major modification
made was to eliminate the requirements for parole agent-parolee contact.
Clearly, however, ethical requirements demanded that in a somewhat subjectively
defined 'crisis', the youth would have the option of contacting the parole
officer. As a consequence, procedures had to be developed for monitoring
parole contacts made by members of the experimental and control groups.
Once the issues of defining excluding criteria and maintaining the fact
of parole as a constant were dealt with, the eventual size of samples had to
be negotiated. These issues were all inter-related inasmuch as the specified
criteria would directly affect the proportion of all released from the two
institutions that could be assigned to either the experimental or control
groups. Thus, if the five criteria eliminated a large proportion of the total
number of released from possible inclusion in these study groups, the time
period set for obtaining a sizeable sample would be considerably lengthened.
Compounding this problem was a lack of information on the proportion of youth
being released from the relevant institutions falling within the five study
criteria.
For similar reasons the members of the Parole Board, the administrators
of the parole division and the administrators of the institutions were concerned
with this question. The Board members were not prepared to sanction a study
which would take an interminable length of time to complete. Furthermore,
agency administrators were not disposed to tolerate research-caused disruptions
in the normal routine of their programs for any prolonged period of time. As
a result of these considerations a ten-month follow-up period was agreed upon.
While this follow-up was far too short to obtain information n all sample
members who would eventually return to correctional settings, it did cover the
average length of the parole period for juveniles in the state.
A more pervasive type of public relations issue had to be dealt with
once the above questions had been resolved. During the initial planning
stages, the Board members and the administrators of the parole division had
raised persistent concerns about the manner in which local police and juvenile
court officers were to be informed about the proposed investigation. In
particular, concern was expressed about the possibility of generating negative
reactions from these local officials if the proposed study were conducted
without their explicit approval.
To handle this problem the Board members suggested that a description
of the proposed study be provided to local police and court officials prior to
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initiating the research ffort. The rationale for proceeding in this way was
to provide local authorities with an opportunity to react to the study before
it was formally implemented. The investigators, on the other hand, were wary.
They saw the suggestion as a catalyst stirring up negative sentiment among
local officials and possibly undermining or even aborting the project before
it got off the ground.
As a less disasterous alternative, the researchers proposed that
following the actual implementation of the study, copies of a form letter
describing the research be provided to each parole officer in the state who
would then be free to use his own personal discretion in providing it to the
local police and court authorities. Proceeding in this way had several
advantages. First, because the local parole officers would be better able
to assess potential reactions to such a letter, they would be in a better
position to make an informed judgement about making it available. Also,
informing local officials after the actual initiation of the project might
discourage - if not eliminate - action to terminate it since they would be
faced with a fait accompli. Furthermore, since the field agent was closely
involved with these local officials, there would be a greater opportunity to
explain on a more intimate basis those issues which were seen as requiring
further clarification. Finally, the process of having the parole officer
explain the nature of the study to these local officials was expected to
diminish the possibility of the research being interpreted as a case of
local youth being "victimized" through "depriving" some of them of parole
services.
After frequent and lengthy discussions with the members of the Parole
Board and the administrators of the parole division, this issue was resolved
in the manner proposed by the investigators. After the first monthly group
had been randomly assigned, the parole officers were equipped with form
letters which at their own discretion they provided to local authorities.
The low probability of field agents having an experimental group member
assigned to their caseload was a point that was forcefully stressed in this
material.
NEGOTIATIONS WITH THE INSTITUTIONS
Upon receiving the formal consent of the Parole Board for the conduct
of the proposed study, the investigaors contacted the administrators of the
two institutions which were to function as sample selection sites and received
tentative assurances of cooperation. A series of meetings were then conducted
with the supervisory and administrative staff members at these institutions in
order to deal with the kinds of demands that this study would place upon the
staff. The content of these discussions ranged from very practical concerns
such as the use of the study instruments and procedures to be followed in
informing the field agent of a youth's assignment to the experimental group,
to the more general question concerning the extent to which the research itself
might conflict with the service orientation of the staff. Generally, staff
members at both institutions could agree with the proposed conduct of the
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study but not unreservedly. There were still major reservations about the
possible compromise of service goals.
Specifically, the sets of priorities under which the staff at the
institutions operated were viewed as conflicting with thR research being
proposed. The practitioner concern with what Wright has called a
"strategy of activity" which was manifested in providing service to youth
committed to their care, was seen by some staff members as antithetical to
a "strategy of research". This concern was most graphically expreseed by a
few who indicated that they felt the researchers were "playing dice" with
human lives by randomly assigning children to experimental and control groups.
This statement seemed to reflect a nagging concern over the conflict between
providing services to young people and evaluating the effects of such
services; the choice presumably priori ized as one of helping young people as
against gathering information on them. From the researcher's perspective,
however, the conflict was more apparent than real. For without adequate
information and testing, there would seem to be little to ensure that the
service being provided was really a "service" or that the help being offered
was actually helping anyone - assumptions which the practitioners adhered to
in defending the service priority.
Another problem was to develop ways to gear the random selection
procedures of the study design in with the administrative procedures of the
two institutions without either violating the design or grossly6 interfering
with the normal administrative functioning of the institutions. By working
closely with the pertinent administrative staff at the two institutions, this
problem was resolved to the mutual satisfaction of both the researchers and
the staff members.
NEGOTIATIONS WITH THE FIELD STAFF
Concurrent with the meetings held with the administrative staff at the
pertinent institutions and those with the Parole Board over a six-week period
prior to the formal initiation of the study, meetings were arranged with all
supervisory and administrative staff members in the parole division. The
initial meeting held with representatives from this Division involved the
researchers and the four top administrative staff members. The general nature
of the proposed study as well as the procedures to be followed as those
related to parole supervision were presented and discussed. Once general
approval was received at this meeting, sessions were scheduled with each
supervisory staff member throughout the state.
The purpose of meeting with supervisory staff members was explicitly
to provide information on the proposed research and solicit reactions to the
kinds of problems that could be anticipated as arising during the conduct of
the study. Questions relating to the general design of the study were not a
major concern at these meetings; however, questions on the specific procedures
as to how experimental group members were to be handled by the individual
parole officers did arise. How, for example, would agents handle the common
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school requirement that all returning parolees be accompanied to school by the
parole officer? Now would placement plans formulated at the institution
prior to release be affected by assignment to experimental status? How would
"contacts" be defined? Not unexpectedly, field also wanted a clear understand-
ing of how they were to be notified of the youth's placement in the experi-
mental group as well as how the family was to be notified of such placements.
Finally, questions were raised regarding the amount of extra work which would
be involved for the agent in handling experimental cases and how to deal with
the anticipated community pressures from law enforcement, court, or school
officials over not actively supervising certain parolees.
These questions required clear responses on a practical level, an
expression of understanding by the investigators of the kinds of problems the
study would create for these staff members, along with a clearly expressed
willingness to help whenever possible in resolving difficulties. The coopera-
tion and active assistance of the field agents, which was crucial for the
conduct of the research, was not likely to be forthcoming if the researchers
were seen as callously shoving problems off on them without actively involving
themselves in working toward mutually satisfying solutions.
Some of the questions presented at these meetings may have been prompted
by an underlying concern. While not explicitly stated as such, the thrust of
the proposed investigation was likely perceived as a test of the competency of
the field staff. Similarly, the roles of the evaluators seemed to be viewed
as those of inspectors or management spies. The fact that the Parole Board and
top administrators of the parole division had given their sanction did little
to minimze the problem, in fact, their interest in this study may have exacber
ated it. To help reduce tension, the investigators found it necessary to
explain repeatedly who they were, what their intentions were, and what the
potential implications of the research might be in terms of the role and
function of the field agent. Moreover, attempts were made to underscore the
idea that the program's impact was the focus of evaluation and not the individ-
ual practitioner's ability or competence. While anonymity was assured, the
mere fact of conducting the study nonetheless constituted a threat by calling
into question a rather basic assumption: namely, does parole supervision have
an effect on the further delinquent behavior of young people?
Of great help in overcoming these sources of resistance was one of the
researcher's prior work experience in the Department of Corrections, and
consequently, his familiarity with many of the parole staff. Perhaps because
of this, he was not perceived so much as a stranger coming into the setting
from the alien world of the university but more as a former colleague who
could be expected to have some appreciation of, and sympathy for, the diffi-
culties of the parole officer role.
INVOLVEMENT OF THE PAROLE BOARD IN THE CONDUCT OF THE STUDY
A number of problems directly involving the parole board arose during
the course of this project. A minor but pervasive problem concerned the on-
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going articulation of the random selection procedures at the t institutions
with the mutual tasks of the institutional staff and the parole board members
at the time of the parole hearings.
Other concerns developed around the availability of the random assign-
ment schedules to either the members of the parole board or institutional
staff and the possible slippage of the agreed-upon study criteria. To protect
against these concerns becoming serious problems, careful monitoring by the
researchers was required on an on-going basis.
As indicated previously, the conduct of this research tended to place
local parole officers in a difficult position relative to the local police
and court authorities. This was most obviously the case in rural communities
where the local police and court tried to remain closely involved in the
general progress of a youth released back to the community on parole. On a
number of occasions the fact that a parolee was returned on an unsupervised
basis seems to have been interpreted by these local officals as a threat to
their authority over the local county probation officer and, ultimately, over
the youth he was supposed to serve.
For example, over the course of the third and fourth months of the
study, a number of letters were received from county probation officers who
had experimental group members assigned to their caseloads. These letters
tended to express concerns around the methods used in assigning youth to the
experimental group as well as the lack of involvement on the part of the local
juvenile court judge in planning and the research. Reinforcing these letters
were similar types of concern communicated by local judges directly to parole
supervisors and administrators.
These individually communicated concerns were more forcefully brought
to our attention approximately six months after initiating the study. At a
regular meeting of Juvenile Judges from throughout the State, the Chairman of
the Parole Board who "happened" to be present was questioned about the nature
of the assignments made to the study and, in particular, why the Judges had not
been informed prior to beginning the research. As a result of apparent concern
over maintaining a good working relationship with the jurists, this official
proposed that the investigatorsmeet with each juvenile judge in the State and
inform him of the nature and purpose of the study. The implication was clear
that if further concerns were raised by the Judges, modifications would have
to be made in the procedures used for assigning youth to the study groups.
While politically expedient, this suggestion was unrealistic in view of the
excessive travel time that would be required. The message, however, was
quite clear; this was the first real indication that the Parole Board was
prepared to terminate the study in response to pressure from influential
publics.
Never completely resolved, this issue was diminished somewhat by the
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researchers agreeing to provide the Judges with cupies of all information
pertinent to the study. Because, in most cases, they had already received
this material from the local parole officer, this procedure simply amounted
to providing them with an additional copy.
THE INVOLVEMENT OF THE PAROLE STAFF AND INSTITUTIONAL STAFF IN THE CONDUCT OF
THE STUDY
The investigators attempted to maintain continuous contact with parole
staff over the life of the project. To accomplish this, reports providing
general information on the conduct of the study were sent out to all staff on
a monthly basis. These reports noted the kinds of problems various parole
officers encountered and pointed out possible ways in which they might be
handled.
The problems that arose at the institutions during the conduct of the
research were minor. These included an occasional failure of the institutional
staff members to contact the designated parole officers after the parole
hearing to inform them of a particular youth's placement in the experimental
group and an occasional clerical error in failing to notify the family of a
youth's placement in the experimental group.
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
Planning and conduct. The process of planning, negotiating, and con-
ducting this evaluative research study presented a number of problems that
went beyond the purely technical considerations of research design and analysis,
Among the most crucial and exacting of these were integrating the 'strategy of
research'concerns of practitioners and the political and administrative
concerns of the Parole Division, institutional settings, and the Parole Board.
The most difficult and persistent problem was thus to maintain a balance
between ensuring that the research would not be severely compromised and the
functioning of the various administrative components unncessarily disrupted.
Herzog, for example, has described the process of blending scientific rigor
with clinical and administrative practicality as resembling an act of love
... in the fact that it is vastly written abou and yet when it happens
to a person it feels new, unexpected, uncharted."
In order to help avoid some of the potential pitfalls of conducting a
field experiment of this magnitude, it was crucial to have a clearly articu-
lated initial working agreement between the researchers and the administra-
tive and service components relevant to the study. A clear understanding of
the kind of constraints bearing on the research in relation to what could and
what could not be done had to be specified. In turn, the constraints bearing
on the clinicians and administrators had to be acknowledged and handled within
the limits of the research design. Specifically, it was necessary to deal with
political constraints involving groups such as the Probate and Juvenile Court
Judges and policy constraints relating to the institutions and field services
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components of the Department of Corrections and the Parole Board. Without
deliberate planning along with a mutual sense of trust between the relevant
bodies and the investigators, the project may well have been aborted on
several different occasions. Involved here was the importance of the invest-
igators providing administrators and practitioners with assurances of their
technical competency, ther understanding of the agency setting, as well as
their personal integrity.
Findings and utilization. A major finding of this research was that assigning
cases on the basis of providing differential exposure to parole supervision
does not have a significant paitive effect upon the parole adjustment of
juvenile-aged boys and girls. Within the group of boys, significantly more
control group members as compared to their experimental counterparts had
parole revoked during the ten-month follow-up. Furthermore, with regard to
girls, a similar but not statistically significant tendency was apparent.
Unplanned for and unexpected findings included sex-related differentials
in treatment afforded juveniles as well as the amount and perceived quality
of help sought out and received by juvenile parolees in the community. With
regard to the former, it was found that girls as compared to boys experienced
fewer opportunities to remain within the local community either on probation
status or in county-operated institutional settings and were committed to the
state-level Youth Commission and subsequently placed in state operated correc-
tional settings at a younger age and for the commission of less serious types
of offenses. In terms of the provision of help within the community context,
it was found that close relatives and peers as compared to more professionally
defined 'helping sources' were most frequently indicated as people with whom
problems were discussed and the fact of experimental status did not signifi-
cantly relate to either the type of people sought out for help, the frequency
they were sought out, or the extent to which they were defined as helpful.
The major conclusions were included in a summary of the project which
was distributed to all parole officers, supervisors and administrators, as
well as to the members of the Parole Board. In conjunction with this summary
of the project findings, the investigators communicated their willingness to
meet with and discuss the programmatic implications of the research.
Unfortunately, no response to this offer was ever made by either the practi-
tioners, supervisors or administrators of the parole division or by the
members of the parole board. Almost totally ignored, the project became in
effect, a "non-study" - left to gather dust on a shelf.
Approximately a year after the completion of the study a new adminis-
tration was appointed to the Department of Corrections. An attempt was made
by a new Deputy Commissioner to have the findings of the project discussed
and the implications for the delivery of parole services examined. The major
focus of discussion by parole supervisors soon came to be the adequacy of the
methodology used. Consequently, the Deputy Commissioner contracted with an
outside researcher to write a critical appraisal of the study including the
methods used and the plausibility of the findings. Faced with a positive
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assessment of the study, the supervisors were left with the recourse of making
veiled charges of unethical behavior on the part of the researchers along with
further methodological nitpicking.
Even with the strong support of the Deputy Commissioner, little more
came of using the study findings for the more effective and efficent delivery
of parole supervision.
Why did the findings of this project have so little direct impact on
the relevant administrative units? This question is particularly intriguing
in view of the excellent cooperation and high degree of trust maintained
between the investigators and the administrative, supervisory and line-level
parole staff during the course of the project. A primary reason may have
been the initial failure on the part of the researchers and the pertinent
organizational units to explore and make explicit what each party saw the
purpose of the slydy to be, particularly in relation to functional program-
matic decisions. While the researchers viewed the major purpose of the
proje.; to be a rigorous test of the validity assumption parole supervision,
the relevant organizational units seemed to view the study as one of docu-
menting what they already 'knew' to be true about the program. Negative
results were neither seriously entertained by the Parole Board nor raised as
a highly probable outcome by the researchers. In turn, the program implica-
tions were never dealt with. Consequently, when the negative results were
demonstrated, there was no commitment on the part of the parole staff to
make modifications in the manner in which services were being delivered.
Added to this lack of commitment was a state of uncertainty over what changes
would be required in order to more effectively achieve organizational goals.
Thus, while the researchers clearly demonstrated that parole efforts were
largely ineffective, the effort was of little help in charting clear alterna-
tive courses of action. Attention had not been paid in advance to contingency
planning of the different ways the results conceivable could turn out as
well as the ways in which each set of alternative findings could lead to modi-
fications in the delivery of parole services. Thus, while program personnel
might have been able to accept the general accuracy of the findings the
substantive implications for using the results to modify service delivery
patterns were ambiguous. Program people were left in the untenable position
of either concluding that parole services as presently being provided were
totally ineffective or that the research was in error. Being unwilling to
conclude the former, they chose the latter course and, as a consequence,
disregarded the conclusions which were obtained.
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